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In Colombia's largest guerrilla offensive in decades, 67 soldiers were taken hostage from a military
post in southeast Colombia on Aug. 30 (see NotiSur, 09/06/96). To date, the government has been
unable to complete negotiations to secure their release, and the guerrillas continue to pose serious
problems in the country. Recent guerrilla attacks have resulted in nearly 200 deaths. Their actions
have included simultaneous attacks on military bases and police stations, blocked highways in half
the country, and support for the mobilization of 100,000 coca growers and campesino protesters in
three departments in southern Colombia. The coca growers' protests were followed by an "armed
strike," which is supposed to last until the end of October.
Since the strike began, numerous trucks and buses have been burned and several main highways
connecting the mountain areas with the Pacific and Caribbean coastal areas have been cut off. Gen.
Ivan Ramirez, the army brigade commander in the area, said that guerrilla groups had virtually
paralyzed transportation in some parts of the Uraba region. The Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias
de Colombia (FARC), the oldest and largest guerrilla group in Colombia, along with the Ejercito de
Liberacion Nacional (ELN), have led the operations. In their recent offensives, the guerrillas have
shown much more ability to coordinate actions throughout the country than previously.
The FARC, which is estimated to have about 7,000 armed members, "has the ability to isolate
half the country from the other half," said Alfredo Rangel Suarez, presidential security advisor.
Rangel also said the FARC achieved "a clear victory" in the negotiations ending the coca-growers
protests. He said the rebels have "undeniable popular support" in several areas of the country
where the campesinos see them "as the legitimate authority," in the absence of an effective presence
of the state. Meanwhile, since the soldiers were captured from the Las Delicias military outpost
in the jungle area near the Ecuadoran border between the states of Caqueta and Putumayo, the
government has been frustrated in its attempts to arrange their release. During the FARC attack, 67
noncommissioned officers and enlisted personnel were kidnapped. In the same attack, 27 soldiers
were killed and 20 others were wounded.
Interior Minister Horacio Serpa immediately called on the guerrillas to quickly negotiate the
prisoners' release. While at first it appeared that the release would occur fairly rapidly, the process
broke down and the stalemate has not yet been resolved. On Oct. 1, the president said that the
guerrillas bear the entire responsibility for the lives of the soldiers. "It must be very clear that
the responsibility for the life and physical integrity of the hostages rests entirely on the heads
of those who have subjected them to a captivity that goes against the most elemental precepts
of international humanitarian law," said President Ernesto Samper. The government says that
the guerrillas have made unrealistic demands for the release of the hostages. Government
spokespersons said that they were willing to have the soldiers turned over to international
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observers, journalists, or the International Red Cross. However, the government also insisted that it
would not allow the release to be used by the guerrillas for propaganda purposes.
Meanwhile, on Oct. 8, the government agreed to the guerrilla's demand that it name a
representative to participate in the process to win the release of the soldiers. "At the insistence of
the Red Cross, the government has agreed that there will be a representative of the government
on the commission, although we are not convinced that it is necessary," said Serpa. The Samper
administration named the government's human rights advisor, Carlos Vicente de Roux, to the
commission, which also includes former foreign minister Augusto Ramirez Ocampo, political leader
Alvaro Leyva, Bogota archbishop Pedro Rubiano, and the coordinator of the International Red
Cross, Silvia Magg. The Comision de Conciliacion Nacional (CCN) was created at the urging of the
Colombian Catholic bishops, who, along with the Red Cross, agreed to participate in working out
arrangements for the release of the soldiers.
Defense Minister Juan Carlos Esguerra said that, following the naming of de Roux to the
commission, the next move was up to the guerrillas. "Now everything is in their hands," said
Esguerra. "The government has done everything that it needs to do." One of the FARC's demands
that has held up the release of the soldiers is that the Colombian military withdraw from a specified
area before any turnover takes place. However, the guerrillas have accused the government of
stalling while it prepares to carry out a military rescue. "Very trustworthy sources have informed
us that the military leaders are stalling on the turnover of the soldiers to see if the Virgin works a
miracle to allow them to rescue the soldiers by force," said a FARC communique.
Serpa reacted angrily to the FARC statement, saying the government wanted to arrange the
release as soon as possible and was not planning a military rescue operation. "It is a gratuitous and
unwarranted accusation," said Serpa. "The government has the greatest interest and has offered
everything that is reasonably necessary to allow the release of the soldiers." In a communication
sent to CCN member Leyva, the FARC demanded that a vast jungle area of between 15,000 and
20,000 sq km located south of Florencia in the state of Caqueta be demilitarized for at least 15 days.
Army commander Gen. Harold Bedoya said that the army would not demilitarize any zone, but
would suspend operations to allow for release to take place. Serpa also said the army could not
withdraw from a large area for a lengthy period of time.
To withdraw from the area for 15 days would "practically open the doors to the drug traffickers to
allow them to bring in large quantities of chemicals for drug processing," said Serpa. Serpa also
said military actions in Caqueta would not be suspended until the FARC gave a "sign of sincerity"
and defined the terms for the release. "The demilitarization of a zone is what is holding up the
release of the soldiers," said another member of the CCN, Diego Uribe Vargas. Finally, on Oct. 23,
the government agreed to withdraw the military for four days from the municipality of Cartagena
del Chaira, in the department of Caqueta, to facilitate the soldiers' release. So far, the FARC has not
responded.
Meanwhile, on Oct. 16, a paramilitary group kidnapped the mother and sister of FARC leader Ivan
Marquez, evidently to pressure the guerrillas to release their hostages. The government condemned
the kidnapping, saying that it in no way condones such actions. "Under no circumstances does the
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government accept private methods of carrying out justice, which could seriously undermine the
state of law in the country," said a government spokesperson.
As negotiations inched forward, some political leaders increased their criticism of the government's
handling of the crisis. On Oct. 24, opposition leader Andres Pastrana said the army has the duty
to go after the soldiers. "We cannot allow the army to retreat so that the subversives can freely
develop plans to create an international publicity show surrounding the release of the soldiers," said
Pastrana. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 09/26/96; Reuter, 10/01/96, 10/06/96, 10/07/96; Agence FrancePresse, 09/22/96, 10/18/96, 10/21/96; Spanish news service EFE, 09/23/96, 10/08/96, 10/10/96, 10/13/96,
10/22-24/96)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

